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PETER TOOHEY
In the pages to follow a survey will be made of several of the better-known
characters and authors of the Uterature of antiquity who have been designated
as melancholic. The provenance of this designation has been restricted
largely to antiquity. The procedure will be first to outline the lineaments of
the ancient classification of melancholy. Subsequently an attempt will be
made to examine the characteristics of several of the more prominent ancient
"literary melancholies." Do their symptoms match those described by the
doctors? The first group of characters to be examined, representing the
manic aspects of melancholy, comprise several of those designated as
melancholic by the pseudo-Aristotelian Problemata. The second group,
representing the depressive aspects of melancholy, are selected from later
sources. The discussion has two main thrusts: first, to evaluate the
usefulness of the psycho-social concept of melancholia for literary matters;
second, to suggest that the literary symptomatology of melancholia assumes
greater significance in Hellenistic and particularly Roman imperial times.
I
As far as the ancients are concerned melancholia describes a psychological
state which, most authorities seem to agree, resembles modem notions of
depression and melancholia.^ This can be illustrated briefly by surveying
the more important of the ancient descriptions of the condition.^ The
^ See generally on this assertion Stanley W. Jackson, Melancholia and Depression: From
Hippocratic Times to Modern Times (New Haven and London 1986) passim.
For the following survey I have relied upon Jackson (previous note) and Klibansky, Saxl and
Panofsky, Saturn and Melancholy: Studies in the History ofNatural Philosophy, Religion and
Art (London 1964). J. Starobinski, History of the Treatment of Melancholy from the Earliest
Times to 1900 (Basle 1962) was also helpful. More generally I have found useful R. D. Milns,
"Attitudes towards Mental Illness in Antiquity," Australian and New Zealand Journal of
Psychiatry 20 (1986) 454-62 (for which reference I am grateful to Dr. Ian Worthington), B.
Simon, Mind and Madness in Ancient Greece: The Classical Roots of Modern Psychiatry
athaca 1978) esp. 228-37 and G. Rosen, Madness in Society (London 1968) 71-136, esp. 92 ff.
and 98. Simon 317 adds: H. Flashar, Melancholie und Melancholiker in der medizinischen
Theorie der Antike (Berlin 1966), F. Kudlien, Der Beginn des medizinischen Denkens bei den
Griechen von Homer bis Hippokrates (Zurich 1967) and "Schwarzliche Organe im
144 Illinois Classical Studies. XV. 1
earliest of these may be found scattered unsystematically throughout the
Hippocratic writings of the fifth and fourth centuries.^ The disease was
linked here with an "aversion to food, despondency, sleeplessness,
irritability, restlessness." The same writers also note that "fear or
depression that is prolonged means melancholia.'"* These writers appear to
have based their explanation of the disease on an earlier version of the
Galenic humoral theory .^ It is probable that each of the four humours
(blood, yellow bile, black bile and phlegm) was associated with a season
(spring, summer, autumn and winter) and with a pair of opposites (blood
with warm and moist, yellow bile with warm and dry, black bile with cold
and dry, phlegm with cold and moist). Good health was the product of a
proper mix {eucrasia) of these humours while bad health was the product of
an ill-mix (dyscrasia). It seems likely, though impossible to demonstrate
conclusively, that melancholia was associated with an excess of black bile
and that such an excess, characterized by coldness and dryness, was
particularly common in autumn.
Two points deserve stressing. First, melancholy is interpreted as a
depressive disease.^ Second, melancholy is the product of an excess of black
bile. With minor variations these became the dominant medical opinions of
antiquity.
The next piece of evidence comes from the text of the pseudo-
Aristotelian ProblemataP The Problema 30. 1 addresses this problem:
Why is there a correlation between political, philosophical and artistic
ability and a temperament that is inclined to melancholia (and some to such
an extent as to suffer the diseases associated with black bile)? The author of
the Problemata answers that those gifted in these areas have a permanent
excess of black bile in their nature. Thus they are subject to the various
illnesses associated with this superfluity. Unlike the Hippocratics and those
following Galen the author of this text conceives black bile as a mixture of
friihgriechischen Denken," Medizin-historisches Journal 8 (1973) 53-58, A. Lewis,
"Melancholia: A Historical Review," in The Slate of Psychiatry, ed. A. Lewis (London 1967)
71-110 and W. Leibbrand and A. Wellley, Der Wahnsinn (Freiburg 1961) 43-89.
3 W. Muri, "Melancholie und schwarze GaUe," MH 10 (1953) 21-38 is very helpful on
Hippocratic notions of melancholy and black bile. Useful generally on the Hippocratics is
Wesley D. Smith, The Hippocratic Tradition (Ithaca 1979). For the larger view see Max
Neuburger, History ofMedicine I, trans. E. Playfair (London 1 909).
* See Jackson (above, note 1) 30-31 quoting from W. H. S. Jones and E. T. Withington, The
Works of Hippocrates, 4 vols. (Cambridge, MA 1923-31) I 236 and IV 185. Unless otherwise
indicated translations henceforth are taken from the relevant volume of the Loeb Classical
Library series.
^ Jackson (above, note 1) 30 cites Jones (previous note) FV 3-41 in support of this view.
* Contra see Miiri (above, note 3) 35. I do not find his citation of the evidence easy to
follow.
^ A reproduction of the Greek text with translation and comments may be found in Klibansky
et al. (above, note 2) 18-29.
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cold and hot. Melancholies, accordingly, fall into two broad groups, those
in whom the black bile becomes very hot and those in whom the black bile
becomes very cold. Put coarsely this means that, where the black bile is
hot, one would expect what we term the manic phase of this condition;
where the black bile is cold one would expect the depressed phase.
The Roman writer Celsus provides the next account of melancholia.*
Celsus, while not relying greatly upon the humoral theory, maintains that
melancholia is the product of an excess of black bile. He epitomizes the
condition thus (2. 7, 19-20): at si longa tristitia cum longo timore et
vigilia est, atrae bilis morbus subest ("and the black bile disease supervenes
upon prolonged despondency with prolonged fear and sleeplessness").' He
does not appear to have associated mania with melancholia in the manner of
the Problemata. Celsus appears to have been little concerned with the
aetiology of the disease. His interest was in its treatment. ^^
Soranus of Ephesus,^^ who worked in Alexandria during the Trajanic
and Hadrianic periods, also rejected the humoralist explanation of
melancholy. Nor did he associate the disease with mania. Soranus
characterized a melancholic as exhibiting "mental anguish and distress,
dejection, silence, animosity towards members of the household, sometimes
a desire to live and at other times a longing for death, suspicion . . . that a
plot is being hatched against him, weeping without reason, meaningless
muttering and
. . .
occasional joviality."'^ Soranus was not a humoralist
and believed that the disease was so named because the patient vomits black
bUe.i3
Soranus' contemporary, Rufus of Ephesus, is held by some to have
been a key figure in formulating future notions of melancholia.*'* Like
Celsus and Soranus he stresses the depressive aspects of melancholia. But
* For a text see W. G. Spencer, Celsus: De medicina, 3 vols. (Cambridge. MA 1935-38).
' Spencer also refers to his volume III 18. 17 and to Hipp. IV 184 (see Jones, above, note 4)
^° See Klibansky et al. (above, note 2) 45 f. for a discussion of Celsus and a bibliograjAy.
They point out that Celsus bases his work on that of Asclepiades of Bithynia who came to
Rome in 91 B.C. and went on to become a friend of Cicero. Jackson (above, note 1) 33
believes that Celsus may have been influenced by humoral theory.
" Soranus survives in a Latin translation made at the end of the fourth century by Caelius
Aurelianus {De mortis acutis el chronicis). For a text see: I. E. Drabkin, ed. and trans., Caelius
Awelianus: On Acute Diseases and on Chronic Diseases (Chicago 1950).
^^ Drabkin (previous note) 19.
*^ Drabkin (above, note 11) 561. Klibansky et al. (above, note 2) 48 quote the text:
"melancholica dicta, quod nigra fella aegrotantibus saepe per vomitum veniant . . . et non, ut
plerique existimant, quod passionis causa vel generatio nigra sint fella; hoc enim est
aestimantium magis quam videnlium veritatem, vel p>otius falsum, sicut in aliis ostendimus."
^* Klibansky et al. (above, note 2) 49 make this statement as part of their general discussion
(48-55) of Rufus of Ephesus. Rufus' work on melancholy is reconstructed from fragments and
citations: see Klibansky et al. 49. The text for the remains of Rufus of Ephesus is now H.
Gartner, /?u^' Ephesius: Quaestiones Medicales (Stuttgart 1970). Jackson (above, note 1) 407
refers to the following translation: C. Daremberg and C. E. RueUe, Oeuvres de Rufus d'Ephese
(Paris 1879).
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he firmly believes that the source of the trouble is an excess of black bile.
Melancholies were gloomy, sad and fearful. The chief signs of their illness
were fear, doubting and a single delusional idea. Interestingly Rufus linked
too much intellectual activity with melancholia, thus modifying the pseudo-
Aristotelian position.^5
It is, for the purposes of this essay, doubtful whether a consideration of
the opinions of the medical writers of the second century is requisite. Their
activity falls beyond the literary ambit of the present study. However, as
Galen is one of these two writers, perhaps for the sake of thoroughness they
ought to be included.
Aretaeus of Cappadocia, a contemporary of Galen, has a floruit of
150.^^ His discussions of the symptoms of depressive melancholia resemble
those already outlined. He appears to have accepted the role attributed to
black bile in the causation of melancholia. Like the writer of the
Problemata he allows a manic side to melancholia and attributes this to the
changeability of the disease. He does, however, distinguish an angry
disposition from that of the true melancholic: the relevance of this will
become apparent later. He states: "in certain of these cases, there is neither
flatulence nor black bile, but mere anger and grief, and sad dejection of the
mind; and these were called melancholies, because the terms bile and anger
are synonymous in import, and likewise black with much andfurious."^'^
Galen, as is well known, followed HippocraUc ideologies and seems to
have formularized many of the aspects of their beliefs.^* He was a
humoralist and paired the four humours with the diadic qualities mentioned
above. Illness was a result of an imbalance of the humours. He went on to
characterize individuals according to the dominance of one or another of the
humours: the sanguine, choleric, melancholic and phlegmatic personalities
matched blood, yellow bile, black bile and phlegm. In his scheme of things
there were three types of melancholia:^' in the first it is primarily a disease
^' Klibansky et al. (above, note 2) 49 quote a fragment of Rufus in Latin to support this:
"illi qui sunt subtUis ingenii et multae perspicationis, de facUi incidunt in melancolias, eo quod
sunt velocis motus et multae praemeditationis et imaginationis."
'^ Jackson (above, note 1) 407 mentions the following translation: Francis Adams, The
Extant Works ofAretaeus, the Cappadocian (London 1856), and discusses Aretaeus on pp. 39-
41. The Greek text by Karl Hude is contained in Corpus Medicorum Graecorum U (Berlin^
1958).
'"^ The translation is drawn from Jackson (above, note 1) 40 who follows Adams (previous
note^ 298.
^^ For literature on Galen see the next note, Rudolph E. Siegel, Galen's System of
Physiology and Medicine (Basel 1968) and O. Temkin, Galenism: Rise and Decline ofa Medical
Philosophy (Ithaca 1973). Smith (above, note 3) 66 ff. discusses the relation of Galen to the
Hippocratic writings.
^^ Galen's commenU on melancholy may be found in Book 3 of On the Affected Parts. The
Greek text is contained in vol. Vni of C. G. Kuhn, Claudii Galeni opera omnia, 20 vols. (repr.
Hildesheim 1965). For a translation see Rudolph E. Siegel, Galen: On the Affected Parts (Basle
1976). On Galen and melancholy see Jackson (above, note 1) 41-45 and "Galen—on Mental
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of the brain; in the second the entire mass of the blood is infected with a
resultant darkening of the skin; in the third—melancholic hypochondria
—
the disease is located in the upper abdominal area (the hypochondria) and
resulted in indigestion and flatulence. Here is Galen's description of the
manifestations of melancholy:^^
Therefore, it seems correct that Hippocrates classified all their symptoms
into two groups: fear and despondency. Because of this despondency
patients hate everyone whom they see, are constantly sullen and terrified,
like children or uneducated adults in deepest darkness. As external darkness
renders almost all persons fearful, with the exception of a few naturally
audacious ones or those who were specially trained, thus the colour of the
black humour induces fear when its darkness throws a shadow over the area
of thought [in the brain].
Galen does not appear to stress the manic sides of the illness.^^
Having outlined the opinions of some of the more important of the ancient
medical writers on the topic of melancholy, it is time now for the literary
melancholies. The most useful place to begin is with the pseudo-
Aristotelian Problemata 30. 1. This offers a list and a valuation of several
ancient melancholies. The most prominent is Heracles. The following are
the relevant comments of the Problemata-P-
Aid i\ navxtc, oooi nepitxoi yeyovaoiv av5pE(; r\ xatd
9iX.ooo<p{av r\ jioA.itiktiv ti noiTiaiv t^ xe^va*; <paivovxav
fieXayxoXiKoi ovxeq, Kal o'l nev ouxcoq woxe koI Xa^pdveoGai
xoi(; dno ^eX.alVTl(; xo^il<i dppcaaxrmaoiv, oiov Xeyexai xcov xe
TiptoiKojv xd Tiepl xov 'HpaKAia; xaX ydp ekcivoc; eoiKe yeveaGai
xamTi(; it\(^ (pvoecoi;, 6i6 koI xd dppwoxfmaxa x(bv eniXriJcxiKcbv
drt' eKcivoD TrpoaTiyopeuov oi dpxaioi lepdv vooov. Kai ti nepi
xohq, nai6aq EKOxaoK; kqi ti Jipo xfji; d<pavio£co(; ev Oixrii x©v
eXkcov eKcpuoiq yevo^EVT) xox»xo 5tiXoi- xai ydp xovxo yivexai
TioA-X-oiq dno }ieXaivTi(; xoXx\i:^.
Mental Disorders." /. Hist. Behav. Sci. 5 (1969) 365-84. Siegel (previous note) 300-04 and
Klibansky et al. (above, note 2) 57 ff.
^ Quoted by Jackson (above, note 1) 42 from Siegel (previous note) 93.
^^ See Siegel (above, note 19) 93.
^^ The passage is translated by Klibansky et al. (above, note 2) 18 as follows: "Why is it
that all those who have become prominent in philosophy or politics or poetry or the arts are
clearly melancholies, and some of them to such an extent as to be affected by diseases caused by
the black bile? An example from heroic mythology is Heracles. For he apparently had this
constitution, and therefore epileptic afflictions were called after him 'the sacred disease* by the
ancients. His mad fit in the incident with the children points to this, as well as the eruption of
sores which happened before his disappearance on Mt. Oeta; for this is with many people a
symptom of black bile."
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Is there a correlation between such a medical evaluation of the psychology
of Heracles and the depictions of his suffering and madness given by the
various dramatic expositions?^
The first extensive literary depiction of Heracles' madness is provided
by Euripides' Hercules Furens. In this dramatic context the contemporary
medical views of melancholy are accorded very little importance.^'*
Heraclean melancholia is, if anything, synonymous with madness
exhibiting itself as anger, violence and destruction. Heracles' condition does
not resemble the Hippocratic depressive illness. Its clearest analogue is in
the manic phase of melancholia attributed by the Problemata to the
exhalations of hot black bile. Heracles' melancholy, thus, is of a very
specific kind and one which, outside the Problemata, does not receive
widespread description in the medical tradition.
Depiction of this manic melancholia, furthermore, is constrained by the
conceptual force of Heracles and his madness within the drama. One
plausible type of interpretation for the play is to maintain that its logic is to
exhibit the moral change which takes place within its hero.^ Previously
valuing an arete based upon lineage and simple physical ability, Heracles
learns, through the madness visited upon him by Juno, an arete of the spirit.
Heracles assimilates a spirit of perseverance and with this a type of internal
heroism and fortitude.
As for the madness itself, its description in the play is indeed vivid (see
lines 930-1008 and 867-70). It has been argued, perhaps correctly, that
Euripides' portrait is "conventionalized and indistinguishable from the frenzy
occasioned by physical pain."^^ Heracles' symptoms of rolling eyes, foam
at the lips, bloodshot eyes and violence may suggest madness, but they are
also used of Creon's daughter {Medea 1173 ff.) after the application of
Medea's poison. She is no melancholic. Telling comparison with
contemporary medical evidence is therefore not to be had. The reason for
this may be that we are dealing with a stylized, stage madman. More likely,
^ The "incident with the children" is depicted in detail at least twice, the "disappearance on
Mt. Oeta" twice. For the former there are Euripides' Hercules Furens and Seneca's play of the
same name, for the latter Sophocles' Trachiniae and Seneca's Hercules Oelaeus.
^ Useful for this play and the Heracles -tradition generally is G. Karl Galinsky, The Herakles
Theme (Oxford 1972). More precisely on Hercules melancholicus is Wilamowitz' Euripides
Herakles EI (repr. Berlin^ 1959) 92-95. For an interrelation of Hippocratic theories of black bile
and of tragedy (and of Aristotle) see J. Tate, "Tragedy and the Black Bile," Hermathena 45 (1 937)
1-25. My thanks to Prof. H. D. Rankin for this reference.
^ Typical exemplars of this "humanistic" interpretation of the play are H. H. O. Chalk,
"Arete and Bia in Euripides' Herakles" JHS 82 (1962) 7-18, D. J. Conacher, Euripidean Drama
(Toronto 1967) 78-90 and Simon (above, note 2) 130-39. Conacher includes within this
critical tendency the remarks on the play by Kilto in his Greek Tragedy. This position is
criticized by Adkins, CQ 16 (1966) 193 ff. and impliciUy by Bond, Euripides: Heracles (Oxford
1981)xxiiiff.
^ So N. E. Collinge, "Medical Terms and Clinical Attitudes in the Tragedians," BICS 9
(1962) 43-55, 48. Bond (previous note) 309 seems to share this verdict. Wilamowitz' theories
of "megalomania" may be equally wide of the mark. See Bond xix and xix n. 9.
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however, is the symbolic nature of Heracles' ilbess. His madness, hardly
an endogenous condition, is due to the hostility of the goddess Hera. Once
this anger has played its symbolical course—however this symbol is
interpreted—Heracles is again sane. The anger of Hera and the resultant
madness are symbols.
Two conclusions may be drawn from this brief discussion of the
characterization of Heracles in Euripides' Hercules Furens. First, if Heracles
is melancholic at all then his condition may only be described as
representing the manic phase to be outlined in the Problemata. Depression
is hardly relevant. Second, because of the conceptualization of the illness
(or, it could be said, its symbolic force) a strictly medical symptomatology
or aetiology is rendered at best irrelevant, at worst confusing.
Seneca's version of the legend is also delimited by the same constraints.
Hercules' condition, if melancholic, is to be interpreted as manic.^'' The
function of the madness in the play is primarily of a symbolic nature. In
Seneca's Hercules Furens Juno blights the hero, driven not by divine
caprice, but by a resentment of the violence with which he pursues his
claims (1-124), especially that of reaching heaven (89-91). In one sense
Hercules represents the Ufe of overweening ambition—to be contrasted with
the life of tranquillity urged by the play's first choral ode (cf. 192-201).
His madness, because of his violence and lack of Stoic calm, is in a sense
but another example of his moral failing. It is, as Galinsky suggests, "the
logical consequence of his will.''^^ Hercules in this play contrasts
dramatically with the eponymous hero of the Hercules Oetaeus?^ In the
Oetaeus there is a powerful portrait of the idealized Stoic hero who, like
Seneca in Tacitus' description of his death, understands bene mori. The
^ Seneca's Hercules is related to that of Virgil. Virgil was certainly aware of the tradition of
Hercules melancholicus: Aen. 8. 219-20, hie vera Alcidae furiis exarserat atro Ifelle dolor
(Hercules is setting angrily off in pursuit of Cacus). The ater fellis of this passage is usually
taken to mean jieXayxoXia. It is firmly within the pseudo-Aristotelian tradition of melancholia
as mania. Seneca does not name Hercules' condition but when, at Hercules Furens 939 ff.,
madness comes upon the hero it is described in atrabilious terms (analogized with darkness,
confusion etc.: so lenebrae, obscuro nube, diemfugat, nox atrum caput etc.). Compare Heracles'
similar comments (867 ff.) in Euripides' play.
^ See Galinsky (above, note 24) 170 and compare the similar views of Pratt to be outlined
in the next note.
^ N. T. Pratt, Seneca's Drama (Chapel Hill 1983) 24 f. neatly contrasts the two plays: "The
Greek Heracles is a heroic figure whose life is blasted by the intervention of a vindictive divine
force, and he becomes even more deeply a hero by understanding the nature of the force that has
crushed him and by resolving to endure the pain. He has stood up to the unaccountable blows
that are part of the human condition. Seneca's Hercules has fallen into the cult of belief in
superhuman physical strength and has become a savage who considers himself strong enough to
break the laws of nature and force his way to divinity. Juno's threat to turn Hercules against
himself is a metaphor for the moral war within the great but arrogant hero. He has lost piety
and virtue. He regains them when he rejects his arrogance by subjecting himself to the will of
his father."
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theme of madness is not, however, apparent in this play. Nor is there any
reference to the sores mentioned in the Problemata.^
The madness of Heracles is as symbolic in Seneca as it is in Euripides.
Melancholy is of the manic variety described in the Problemata in spite of
the fact that current medical opinion—Celsus, for example—interpreted the
condition as essentially depressive. Can it be assumed, then, that the
determinants for Seneca's conception of Hercules are Euripides and above all
the Problematal
The literary history of Lysander, the next of the several individuals
described as melancholic in the discussion of the pseudo-Aristotelian
Problemata, may bear out this contention. The following delineation of
Lysander occurs at the end of the passage cited above concerning Heracles:^^
Kal fi nepi xovq 7iai5ai; eKoxaoi<; Kal t\ npo ir\Q, dcpavioeoaq ev
OiTTii xwv eX-Kcov eKcpDoii; Yevo|ievT| xomo 5ti^i- xai yap tovxo
yivexai no^-^oiq ctjco neXaivric; xo^tic;. ovvepri 6e koi A'uodv5p(oi
x(bi AdiKcovi Ttpo xfiq XEAxvxfiq YeveoGai xd thcr\ xavxa.
Nearly five hundred years after the Problemata Plutarch, in the most
useful source for Lysander's life,^^ repeats the claim that the Spartan general
was a melancholic.^^ In the first instance he states {Lysander 2):^
'ApioxoxeXTi(; 6£ xd(; ^eydXai; (puoeiq d7io<paivcov ^eXayxoX-iKat;, ©(; xt^v
IcDKpdxov^ KOI nA,dxcovo(; xai 'HpaKXeo'0(;, loxopei Kal Auoav5pov ov)K
e\)9\)(;, aXka. npeoPuxepov ovxa xf^i ^l£XaYxoXlal jiepirteaeiv.
^ Nor does the final agony of Heracles in Sophocles* Trachiniae offer confirmation of the
Problemaia's asserticxi.
^^ Klibansky et al. (above, note 2) 18 translate the passage as follows: "His [Heracles'] mad
fit in the incident with the children points to this [his melancholia], as well as the eruption of
sores which happened before his disappearance on Mount Oeta; for this is with many people a
symptom of the black bile. Lysander the Lacedaemonian too suffered from such sores before his
death."
'^ I mean for a psychological portrait of the man. For the present purposes litde of value can
be had from, for example, Xenophon's Hellenica or from the relevant books (1 1-15) of Diodorus
Siculus.
^^ Plutarch's interest in humoral theory is to be observed elsewhere. In Alexander 4 Pluurch
ascribes the pleasant odour of Alexander's body to the heat of his blood. This would also imply,
under the humoral scheme of things, that Alexander was choleric. Plutarch does point this out.
^ The passage is translated as follows: "And Aristotle, when he sets forth that great natures,
like those of Socrates and Plato and Heracles, have a tendency to melancholy, writes also that
Lysander, not immediately, but when well on in years, was a prey to melancholy."
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Later (Lysander 28) and without absolute consistency Plutarch adds that:^^
Ti5ii 5e navxanaci x«^e'to<; wv opyriv 5ia xtiv ^eXaYxoXiav
EJiueivovoav eiq ynpaq, Tiapco^-ove xovq eipopovq xai ovveneiae
<pf|vai 9po'opav eic' avxo^q, xai Xapojv xfiv •qyejioviav
e^Eoxpdtevoev.
At no point, however, does Plutarch mention the sores nor does he
catalogue other symptoms typically associated with the illness.
How is Plutarch's notion of Lysandrian melancholy to be understood?
The second of the two passages is quite precise. Plutarch states of Lysander
that he was xaX^noq wv opyriv 5ia XT\y \iz'ka'YXpXiav?^ The melancholy
manifests itself, in other words, as orge or anger. This is an interpretation
of the word which seems to have had current medical usage. ^^ For Plutarch
melancholy seems to be inextricably associated with violent anger.
Lysander is subject to this emotion in more than one place in Plutarch's
life.^* The anger, it also needs to be stressed, is inextricably confused with
the subject's greatness.^^
The Euripidean Heracles, as understood by the Problemata, is an
obvious prototype for Lysander. These two characters, if indeed they are
melancholies, are victims of an illness which manifests itself through
violence and anger. According to the pseudo-Aristotelian understanding of
melancholia Heracles and Lysander must both be subject to the exhalations
of hot black bile and exhibit the illness in its manic phase. While analogies
for Plutarch's understanding of melancholy may be found in contemporary
literature, it seems safest to assume that his understanding of the psycho-
dynamics of Lysander' s character is reliant on the Problemata.
^^ The passage is translated as follows: "Since he was now of an altogether harsh
disposition, owing to the melancholy which persisted into his old age, he stirred up the ephors
and persuaded them to fit out an expedition against the Thebans."
'° The frfirase could be rendered clumsily as "being harsh as regards anger because of his
melancholy." The implication is that he gives way readily to violent anger.
^ An instance is offered by Plutarch's near contemporary, Aretaeus of Cappadocia—see the
discussion of Aretaeus above. Cicero, Tusc. 3. 5 also supports this: quern nos furorem,
melanchoitan illi [sc. Graeci] vacant.
^ References from Plutarch to Lysander' s anger and violence: Lysander 19 where his cruelty
is referred to (xaXenornt;), 22 passim and 27 (to his anger). An interesting parallel for Lysander
is provided by Diodorus Siculus' depiction of Dionysius of Syracuse (15. 7. 2-3). Dionysius,
an enthusiast for poetry, had his own work performed at Olympia. This was received with
derision. The experience seems to have unhinged him. Diodorus says that in his madness he
came to suspect his friends of plotting against him. He slew many of them. (Diodorus
describes him as (iovkoStic; and as suffering from an •unepPoX.fi X-vniiq. The term
jieXayxoXia is not used however). Madness, therefore, is associated with extreme violence.
^' I doubt that it is as simple as PluUrch having uncritically and uncomprehendingly taken
over a description offered by an earlier historiographical authority. The Lysander of his life is
not unlike in his violence Heracles or the Sophoclean Ajax.
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The Problemata continues to discuss two further victims of the
exhalations of hot bile, Ajax and Bellerophon, It states:'*^
CTi 5e Tct Tiepi Aiavxa Kai BeX.Xepo<p6vxTiv, d)v 6 \ih/ eKoxaxivoq
eyevexo navxEXaJq, 6 6e xaq £pTi|iia<; eSicoKcv, 5i6 ouxcoc; enoiqoev
"O^Tipo(;-
avxap inti xaX KCivoq dnrixGexo naox Geoioiv,
fixoi 6 KanneSiov x6 'AXfiiov oioq ctXdxo,
ov Gup-ov KaxeScov, Jidxov dvGpcoTtcov dXeeivcov.
Of Bellerophon little more can be said than is offered by the Problemata
itself.'*' His literary depictions are not sufficiently common as to facilitate
analysis here. Ajax is a different matter. There is the Sophoclean play.
Ajax has recently been the subject of a psychological analysis based
upon modern criteria. Collinge,'*^ witli implicit approval by Stanford,'*^
argues first "that Sophocles was more truly medical, more seriously and
instinctively a devotee of the craft than any other literary figure of the fifth
and fourth centuries except (if we can call him literary) Aristotle." Collinge
and Stanford continue to list the frequency of medical terms in Sophocles'
Ajax and, further, to demonstrate that Sophocles' play has detailed most of
the symptoms of what would now be termed manic-depression. Stanford
summarizes as follows:"^
Sophocles has produced most of the symptoms of the manic-depressive
syndrome in his portrait of Ajax: first (in the depressive phase) sadness,
"psycho-motor retardation in the forms of difficulty of thinking . . . and
of sitting in the same place for a long time" . . . fleeting delusions of
persecution . . . and of mockery . . . The manic phase shows the
opposite qualities: elation . . . brutal violence . . . persistent
^ Klibansky et al. (above, note 2) 18 f. translate the passage as follows: "There are also the
stories of Ajax and Bellerophon: the one went completely out of his mind, while the other
sought out desert places for his habitation; wherefore Homer says [Il'iad 6. 200-02]:
And since of all the gods he was hated
Verily over the Aleian plain he would wander
Eating his own heart out, avoiding the pathway of mortals."
^* Rosen (above, note 2) 98 offers an interesting New Testament parallel: "Aretaeus speaks
of some madmen who 'flee the haunts of men and, going to the wilderness, live by themselves.'
Also, in discussing melancholia, he refers to 'avoidance of the haunts of men' as characteristic
of those severly afflicted with this condition. The Gerasene demoniac in the Gospels apparently
belonged to this group. According to Luke, the demon who possessed him drove him into the
desert after he had broken the bonds used to fetter him [Luke 8. 26, 29; Mark 5. 3; also Matthew
8. 28]."
*^ Collinge (above, note 26) 47. See too Simon (above, note 2) 124-30 who also cites
(303): J. Starobinski, "L'epee d' Ajax." in Troisfureurs (Paris 1974) 12-71; M. Faber, "Suicide
and the 'Ajax' of Sophocles," Psychoanalytic Review 54 (1967) 441-52 and R. Seidenberg and
E. Papalhomopoulos, "Sophocles' Ajax: A Morality for Madness," Psychoanalytic Quarterly 30
(1961)404-12.
"*' W. B. Stanford. Sophocles: Ajax (London 1963) 237.
^ W. B. Stanford (above, note 43) 237.
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hallucinations . . . delusions of grandeur . . . irritability if thwarted or
opposed . . . Collinge . . . concludes "Sophocles has, maybe
instinctively or because he has observed people's behaviour with a clinical
eye, put a traditional phenomenon, Ajax mad, into the correct and
consistent framework of a well-observed psychosis."
However convincing such an analysis may be, it does not demonstrate
whether the Sophoclean Ajax' symptoms would have been interpreted as
melancholic or manic-depressive by a contemporary audience. To decide this
requires contemporary medical parallels. These may indeed exist. They may
be found in the same passage of the Problemata (30. 1) previously discussed
(954a21). Here it argued that:'*^
Kai r\ xo^'H Se ti |i.EA,aiva (pvaei \|/\)xpct . . . ovaa . . .
ctTiojtXri^iaq r\ vdpKa(; r[ afyyi\x.{ac, jioiei ti <p6Po\)(;, eav Se
ujiEpOEpiiavGrji, tctc; ^et' (biSfii; £\)9-u|i{aq xai £Kaxdo£i(; xai
eK^EOEK; eXkwv KOI aXkxx toia^ixa. . . oooiq Se X,iav noXXri xai
9Ep^^ [ti HEXaiva xo^il]> Ji-ctviKoi Kal evxp'UEii; Kal EpcoxiKol koi
EVKivrjxoi npoq toxx; 9u|io\)(; xai xctq eTciSviiiac; . . . [koi]
V^XpoxEpa . . . o\)aa xou xaipou 5'oa9\)Hia(; koiei dXoyoxx;. . .
oooii; |i£v ox)v napaivonEvov xou 9£p|J.ov al d9\)}i.iai y^vovxai,
(idXXov dndyxovxai. . . oooiq ht op£vvo)i.£vo\), E^aicpvriq o'l
kXeioxoi 5iaxpcovxai Eauxotx;, oSoxe 9aT)|i.d^£iv ndvxa{; 5id x6
^.ti5ev noifiaai ari|i£iov jtpoxEpov.
Ajax' condition seems to have a clear correlate in these passages. If,
following the Problemata, it is correct to view him as melancholic, then his
initial fit of madness (91-133) must be interpreted as the result of the
overheating of the cold black bile. Thus he becomes "easily moved to
anger," After the act of frenzy Ajax' predominantly atrabilious temperament
begins quickly to cool. The result of this sudden extinguishing is a profound
despondency (645 ff.) which leads him to take his life "to the astonishment
of all, since [he has] . . . given no previous sign of any such intention,"
According to the symptomatology of the Problemata Ajax may indeed suffer
a clinical condition. It does appear that in Ajax there is the literary history of
a genuinely melancholic individual. As such he may be contrasted with
Heracles or Lysander.
Naturally there is more to this madness than a mere clinical portrait. It
does have a symbolic import, Winnington-lngram, for example,
*^ Klibansky el al. (above, note 2) 23 ff. translate the passage as follows: "black bile, being
cold by nature . . . can induce paralysis or torpor or depression or anxiety . . . but if it is
overheated it produces cheerfulness, bursting into song, and ecstasies and the eruption of sores
and the like . . . those who possess much hot bile are elated and brilliant or erotic or easily
moved to anger and desire ... If it [sc. the black bile] is unduly cold ... it produces irrational
despondency . . . those who become despondent as the heat in them dies down are inclined to
hang themselves . . . Most of those men in whom the heat is extinguished suddenly make away
with themselves unexpectedly, to the astonishment of all, since they have given no previous
sign of any such intention."
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convincingly links Ajax' madness with a lack of mental balance, self-
knowledge and sophrosyne^^ It was the lack of these qualities, he argues,
which nullified his preeminent arete. In the imbalance between arete and
sophrosyne, highlighted by the madness brought on by Athena, consists
Ajax' tragedy. Such symbolic understandings of the madness do nothing,
however, to diminish the purpose and force of what may have been to
contemporary eyes an accurate clinical portrait
Sophocles' Ajax, therefore, presents a character which differs markedly
from those previously discussed. Ajax appears to exhibit melancholia not
just in the Problemata's manic phase, but also—and this is unusual—in the
Problemata's depressive phase. Ajax' psychosis, however, (and here he does
resemble the characters previously discussed) is subsumed into the more
important conceptual concerns of the play. His madness, though medically
accurate as far as the Problemata is concerned, is primarily symbolic.
There is a final trio of characters mentioned in the Problemata. These
are Empedocles, Plato and Socrates. Here is what the text says (952a25):'*''
Ktti aXkox hi noX,Xoi xcov fipcocov 6^oioTca9£i(; (paivovxai tovtOK;.
xcbv 5e iSoxepov 'E|ine5oKXfiq koi nX-dxcov koX Z(OKpdxTi(; kqi
exepoi cyixvox xcov yvcopijicov. exv 8e xmv nepl xtiv noiriaiv ol
nXeiaxoi. TtoXXoiq jiev ydp xcov xoiovxcov yivexai voorifiaxa ctTco
xfjc; xoiauxTjc; Kpdoecoq xwi oa)|a.axi, xoic; 5e ti <puoi<; 5t|Xti
penovoa 7ip6<; xd n6Qx\. ndvxeq 5' ouv iac, eineiv djiXocx; eiai,
KoGdrtep tkiy^r[, xoiouxoi xriv <pi6aiv.
There is little that can be profitably made of these assertions. The
biographical tradition of these philosophers is too unreliable. It might be
worth observing, however, that if Aristoxenus were correct in saying that
Socrates, if contradicted, could fly into anger and violent language,"*^ and
that, if Diogenes Laertius were correct in stating that Empedocles perished
by leaping into Mt. Aetna,'*' there may be some grounds for the speculation
of pseudo-Aristotle.
Of the characters so far considered the common element was mania.
Depression, except in Ajax' case, plays a relatively minor role in their
conditions. Their illnesses—if they were that—were characterized above all
^ Sophocles: An Interpretation (Cambridge 1980) 1 1-56 (a chapter entitled "The Mind of
Ajax").
^^ Klibansky et al. (above, note 2) 19 translate as follows: "Among the heroes many others
evidently suffered in the same way, and among men of recent times Emp)edocles, Plato, and
Socrates, and numerous other well known men, and also most of the pxjets. For many such
people have bodily diseases as the result of this kind of temperament; some of them only a clear
constitutional tendency towards such afflictions, but to put it briefly, all of them are, as has
been said before, melanchoUcs by constitution."
** This is alluded to by Guthrie, Socrates (Cambridge 1971) 70 (= A History of Greek
Philosophy EI [Cambridge 1969] 390). The ancient source is F. Wehrli. Die Schule des
Aristoteles U: Aristoxenos (Basle 1945) fr. 54.
*^ Vita Empedoclis 8. 2. 69.
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by anger and violence. If they are to be considered instances of melancholia
then doubtless they conform to the Problemata's understanding of the
sickness.^^
The persistence of the tradition embodied in the pseudo-Aristotelian
account is worth stressing. In Cicero Tusc. 3.5.11a variety of terms used
in Latin and Greek for insanity are being discussed. A definition of
melancholia is offered:
Graeci autem manian unde ^pellent non facile dixerim: earn tamen ipsam
distinguimus nos melius quam illi; hanc enim insaniam, quae iuncta
stultitia patet latius, a furore disiungimus. Graeci volunt illi quidem, sed
parum valent verbo: quern nos furorem, melancholian illi vocanL Quasi
vero atra bili solum mens ac non saepe vel iracundia graviore vel timore vel
dolore moveantur, quo genere Athamantem, Alcmaeonem, Aiacem,
Orestem furere dicimus.^^
The important aspect of this passage is the correlation made by Cicero
between the Greek melancholia and the Roman term furor. The definition
offered by the Problemata included depressive illnesses. The subsequent
medical discussions ignored the element of mania in the illness. Cicero
appears to be in ignorance of the medical discussions. So indeed are
subsequent writers. The characterization in Tusc. 3. 5. 11 of Athamas,
Alcmaeon, Ajax and Orestes as melancholici or, in Roman terminology, as
furiosi is indicative. The depiction of these individuals by subsequent
Roman writers supports the Ciceronian diagnosis.^^
There is, then, a consistency in the interpretation of melancholia as
meaning mania which stretches from Sophocles to at least Plutarch.^^ Such
an interpretation, it should be reiterated, runs increasingly in the face of
contemporary medical theory.
^ For a discussion of the origins of the equation of melancholi with mania see Miiri (above,
note 3) 34-38.
*' The passage is translated as follows: "Now I cannot readily give the origin of the Greek
term mania; the meaning it actually implies is marked with better discrimination by us than by
the Greeks, for we make the distinction between 'unsoundness' of mind, which from its
association with folly has a wider connotation, and 'frenzy.' The Greeks wish to make the
distinction but faU short of success in the term they employ: what we call frenzy they call
melancholia, just as if the truth were that the mind is influenced by black bile only and not in
many instances by the stronger power of wrath or fear or pain, in the sense in which we speak of
the frenzy of Athamas, Alcmaeon, Ajax and Orestes."
" Athamas is characterized thus at Ovid, Met. 4. 416 ff. as is Ajax at Met. 13. 1 ff. Orestes
appears in this manner in Horace, Satires 2. 3. 137 ff. Varro wrote a logistoricus entitled Orestes
de insania (E. Rawson. Intellectual Life in the Late Roman Republic [London 1985] 179).
^^ Rosen (above, note 2) 92-94 has useful comments on the colloquial use of the tenm in
Greece and Rome. See too Miiri (above, note 3) 38.
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In the following pages three characters exhibiting the symptoms of
depressive melancholia will be examined. Melancholies in different degrees,
the condition of these persons exhibits none of the violence of an Heracles,
Lysander or Ajax, Their problems, it could be conjectured, were due to the
heavy and lugubrious nature of the black bile. Significantly these types
belong to Hellenistic or imperial Roman times. Here the influence of
contemporary medical theory is more readily discernible.
Apollonius Rhodius' hero Jason is not characterized by ancient writers
as a melancholic. He has, however, been accused of a propensity for
melancholia by some modem writers.^'* His melancholia, on the description
of these critics, contrasts markedly with the type to which Heracles,
Lysander or Ajax was said to be prone.^^ Jason's melancholia is of the
depressive not the manic order. This propensity does indeed distinguish him
from his companion Argonauts. This reading, if it were to be accepted,
would render him one of the more singular protagonists of ancient epic.
Does Jason exhibit any of the symptoms normally associated with the
illness?^^ Soranus of Ephesus, though post-dating Apollonius Rhodius by
nearly four hundred years, produced a description of melancholia—typical of
the tradition—which may assist in an analysis of Jason. Soranus
characterized a melancholic as exhibiting "mental anguish and distress,
dejection, silence, animosity towards members of the household, sometimes
a desire to live and at other times a longing for death, suspicion . . . that a
plot is being hatched against him, weeping without reason, meaningless
muttering and . . . occasional joviality. "^^
There are character traits in Jason which, if they do not indicate outright
melancholy, may have made Soranus raise an eyebrow. There is an
insistence in many speeches on the mental anguish and distress which Jason
suffers. Ai Argonautica 1. 460-61 Jason is depicted brooding over the
enormity of the impending tasks (he is a\ii\xoi\fO(; and Kax-ncpiocovti
^ So C. R. Beye, Epic and Romance in the Argonautica of Apollonius (Carbondale and
Edwardsville 1982) 81 who says of Jason that "his leave-taking is marked by a melancholia
which distinguishes him from his exuberant fellow crewmen." Beye 183 n. 8 cites in support
A. Couat, Alexandrian Poetry under the first three Ptolemies, trans J. Loeb (London 1931),
claiming that melancholia is an "emotional attitude common to the poem." Couat 337 n. 2
cites the following passages as indicative of the emotional attitude: 1. 1 172 ff., 2. 541 ff., 2.
1001 ff., 3. 291 ff., 3. 744 ff. and 4. 1062 ff. Couat sutes that his claim is based upon
Hemardinquer, De Apoll. Rhod. Argon. (Paris 1872) 104 ff.
^^ Heracles' anger at the loss of Hylas is expressed by Apollonius in language redolent of the
manic phase of melancholia. At 1. 1262 Heracles' KeXaivov aijia is said to have boiled vno
onXdyxvoK;.
*^ The description of the symptoms of Medea's infatuation (e. g. 3. 451 ff.), using the
language of the humoralist, may also imply an excess of black bile. Lx)ve infatuation, it
deserves noting, is a type of melancholy. See Jackson (above, note 1) 352 ff.
^ See (above, note 12).
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eoiKox;), At 2. 410, after Phineus' painful predictions, Jason is
d^iTixavewv KaicoxriTi. To Tiphys at 2. 622-23 Jason extravagantly states
that he is grieving and that he is "distraught in wretched and helpless ruin";
a few lines later he is "wrapped in excessive fear and cares unbearable" (2.
267-68). Soon afterwards (2. 631-33) Jason protests to Tiphys that, rather
than sleeping, he groans throughout the night worrying for the future.
Shortly aifter the death of Tiphys Jason is again reduced to a state of
helplessness (at 2. 885 he is d^iTixavemv and at 2. 888 he and his
companions are "vexed at heart," daxaXooooiv).^^ On their home voyage
Jason and the Argonauts are forcibly beached on the Libyan coast. His
reaction is despair (4. 1347, dvid^ovxi). Then nymphs (ripoxjaai, AiP\)'n<;
TinTjopoi Ti5e Q-dyaxpEC,, 1358) appear to provide assistance. Apollonius
describes his hero's reaction to their appearance as not merely amazed but
"distraught" or "grief stricken" (dT\)^6|iEvov, 4. 1316-18). Such anxieties
and dejections, while uncommon in an Homeric hero, are in Jason's case
perhaps excessive, even for an Hellenistic hero. Do they point to a
depressive nature?^'
Other qualities which Soranus might have wondered at were Jason's
silences.^ At 1. 1286-89, after the disappearance of Heracles, Jason not
only "sits heavy with grief eating his heart out" but would utter "never a
word, good or bad."^^ After Aeetes assigns Jason his tasks (3. 422-25) the
reaction is similar. Jason is also given to tears. He weeps as he leaves his
homeland at 1. 534-35, and at 4. 1703-04 when he and his companions are
trapped in darkness on the Cretan sea. Notice, furthermore, that Jason is
seldom jovial. Rare instances occur at 1. 1104 (when Mopsus interprets a
favourable omen for him), at 3. 1 148 (after meeting Medea and declaring his
love) and at 4. 93 (again in reaction to Medea).
An ancient leech may not have felt that Jason was, strictly speaking,
classifiable as a melancholic. Yet his character attributes do seem to show
some of the qualities associated with the mildly depressive phase of the
condition. If this is the case—and it is far from certain that it is—^Jason
provides one of the first instances of the literary depictions of the solely
depressive phase of melancholia. Hitherto it has been the manic phase (or
in Ajax' case, the manic-depressive phase) which has interested.
* At 4. 1279 all of the Argonauts (Jason included) are said again to be in a similar state.
* Indecision and depressive behaviour on Jason's part are more pronounced in Books 1 and 2.
In 3 and to a lesser extent 4 the focus is on Medea. This may have blurred the presentation of
Jason's personality. And anyhow, he now has Medea's help, especially in the scene of the
contests at the end of Book 3.
* Not all of Soranus' qualities are present. There is no animosity to members of housdiold.
Notice, however, the peculiar simile used of Jason's mother at 1. 268 ff. Nor are there
conflicting desires to live and to die. Idmon, who often acts as a doublet for Jason, perhaps
adverts to this theme at 1. 440-44. He is referring mournfully to the danger of death far away
from home in a strange land.
^^ At 1. 638-39, interestingly, this type of description is used of the Lemnian women.
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A clearer instance of the melancholic individual is provided by the
addressee of Seneca's De tranquillitate vitae. It could be said that M.
Annaeus Serenus, at least in the way Seneca addresses him, is the spiritual
heir of Apollonius' Jason.
Seneca's dialogue begins innocuously with Serenus outlining a
condition of irresolution which he terms fluctuatio animi (or bonae mentis
infirmitas or even nausea).^"^ Its symptoms in Serenus' case are a wavering
between satisfaction and dissatisfaction with his own possessions (1. 4-9),
between a desire for public and private life (1. 10-12) and, in literary
matters, between the high style and the low style (1. 13-14), Serenus, who
feels himself neither ill nor well, then requests Seneca's help. Seneca (2. 1-
2) replies that Serenus' "illness" is not bad. Rather it is like the slight fits
of fever following a serious illness or the ripples on a tranquil sea. Seneca
continues to point out: quod desideras autem magnum et summum est
deoque vicinum, non concuti ("what you desire is a great, noble and god-hke
thing, not to be shaken"). The Greek philosopher Democritus (2. 3-5) had
a name for this condition of non concuti. This was euthymia. Seneca calls
it tranquillitas.
Now follows the key section (2. 6-15). This provides a
symptomatology, albeit one which goes well beyond the problems suffered
by Serenus. A variety of colourful terms describe the illness (most of
which do not match the condition of Serenus): nouns or noun phrases such
as adsidua mutatio propositi, cunctatio vitae, displicentia sui, sibi displicere,
fastidium [vitae],fluetus animi, inertia, levitas, marcor, maeror, odium vitae
is implied, oscitatio, residentis animi volutatio et otii sui tristis atque aegra
paenitentia, taedium, tristitia, and of individuals the adjectives instabilis and
mobilis or the adjectival clause inter destituta vota torpentis animi situs.
Seneca maintains that Serenus' circumstances are representative of a
much more widespread malaise. It is, he insists, all the same whether a
person is plagued by fickleness, boredom, by shifting purpose (like Serenus)
or whether they loll about and yawn (2. 6-9). Indeed, to these four types
should be added those who flee odium vitae through change or, because of
personal inertia, live their lives in the same inadequate circumstances in
which they began. The result of all of these conditions is a type of
dissatisfaction with oneself {sibi displicere). This ensues from the lack of
mental poise. And this ensues from not daring to attain what one desires or
by desiring more than can be attained. Thence comes a boredom and
dissatisfaction and a mental state that nowhere finds repose. Further there is
a sad and languid endurance of one's own leisure (2. 10-12). In section 2.
13-15 Seneca outlines the various antidotes which sufferers have set to
work unsuccessfully against this condition: travel to remote places, to sea-
side resorts, to the city: such dissatisfaction has even led to suicide.
^^ A discussion of this dialogue may be found in M. T. Griffin, Seneca: A Philosopher in
PolUics (Oxford 1976) 321-27 and M. Walz. Seneque, Dialogues IV (Paris 1950) 63-66.
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The sections of the De tranquillitate to follow (3 ff.) are of less
importance for the argument of this essay. They present a variety of cures
for the condition. Seneca recommends, amongst other things, an
involvement in practical affairs, self-understanding, care in the choice of
friends, circumspection in the use of wealth, equanimity in the face of
fortune, adaptability, an avoidance of misanthropy and four final pieces of
advice: to vary one's company; to use games for relaxation; to get adequate
rest; to indulge in mild exercise and wine drinking.
Was Serenus a melancholic in the contemporary sense? To judge from
his own statements the answer must be that he was noL However, Seneca's
diagnosis links Serenus' mild sickness with something more serious.
Seneca's generalized symptomatology, while at no point presenting a
condition which matches, for example, Soranus' precisely detailed morbus,
does exhibit elements in common with the more generally described
conditions of Celsus (who links melancholia with prolonged despondency)
or Rufus of Ephesus (whose melancholies were gloomy, sad, fearful and
doubting). The condition being discussed in the De tranquillitate vitae
might best be characterized as a secularized form of the illness. Serenus was
indeed a depressive, but in the circumscribed world of literature.
The final instance of a depressed literary figure is to be drawn from
Persius' third satire. The addressee of this poem suffers many of the
symptoms of the morbus examined by Seneca in De tranquillitate vitae 2.
6-15. With Seneca's fickleness might be compared the irresolution of
Persius' addressee on waking (3. 10-19). While there is no mention
(though certainly there is an implication) of boredom, shifting purpose is an
issue: compare 3. 60-62 and its accusation of purposelessness (est aliquid
quo tendis et in quod derigis arcuml / an passim sequeris . . . / securus quo
pes feratl). And certainly the addressee lolls about and yawns (58-59:
stertis adhuc laxumque caput conpage soluta / oscitat hesternum, dissutis
undique malisl). There is no mention of the addressee attempting to flee
odium vitae through change—Seneca's fifth symptom of a lack of
tranquillitas. But there is a strong insinuation of the presence of the sixth
symptom—because of personal inertia, the addressee of the poem lives his
life in the same inadequate circumstances in which it began (so 24-33).
Indeed many of the vivid terms used by Seneca to characterize the condition
might be applied here (adsidua mutatio propositi, cunctatio vitae,fastidium
[vitae], fluctus animi, inertia, levitas, marcor, oscitatio, taedium, tristitia
and so forth).
Persius is more precise in his designation of the condition of his
addressee than Seneca. In v. 8 of the poem of the sufferer it is said:
turgescit vitrea bills. The most recent gloss on this passage interprets vitrea
bills as an imitation, via Horace, Odes 3. 13. 1 (splendidior vitro), of
Horace, Satires 2. 3. 141 which contains the expression splendida bilis.^^
" R. A. Har/ey, A Commentary on Persius (Leiden 1981) 80.
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Horace's expression has been convincingly explicated by Kiessling-Heinze
as ^E^aiva xo^tj- Such an interpretation of the addressee's illness accords
well with two other passages in the satire. In v. 63 hellebore is suggested
as a cure, not just for the analogized sufferer of dropsy, but for the addressee
as well. Hellebore was a standard treatment for melancholy.^ In the final
line of the poem the connection with melancholia is again made explicit.
The addressee is compared in his emotional state with Orestes. The
comparison involves Orestes' madness which, as has been seen above, was
normally interpreted as melancholia.^^ This is further reinforced by the
alternation in 3. 1 15-17 between the extremes of hot and cold. Perhaps the
best way to interpret this is by reference to the Problemata's melancholic
alternation between depression (cold) and mania (hot). Notice, however, that
the symptoms of the addressee of this poem are primarily depressive rather
than manic. The conception of melancholy here seems more reliant on
contemporary medical theories than on those of the Problemata.
The three literary characters examined in this section of the essay were
likely suffering from an illness which a contemporary doctor would have
described as melancholy. The symptomatology, however, owes nothing or,
in Persius' case, little to the tradition of the Problemata. Melancholy here
has become a depressive illness, as indeed it has in contemporary medical
literature. It corresponds very closely with what we would identify as
depression. It is of considerable significance that the depressive melancholic
has become a real literary type and that the condition appears to have been
treated as of inherent concern. (This is something taken for granted in
modem literature.) Contrast the supposed manic melancholic. Except for
Sophocles' Ajax the imposition of medical diagnosis for the interpretation
of this individual proved reductive or irrelevant
The evidence is too incomplete and this survey too selective to allow
any firm conclusions to be drawn. However, three observations might be
made.
There appears to be, subsequent to the Problemata, a bifurcation
between medical perceptions of melancholia and that of the literary lay
person. At the time of the Problemata melancholy could be either manic or
depressive. The examples provided by the pseudo-Aristotle, however,
incline towards the former. Subsequent medical thought seems to have
interpreted melancholy as a disease of depressive dimensions. Not so the
^ Of this Persius' near contemporary Celsus says (3. 18. 17): alterum insaniae genus
est . . . consistit in tristitia, quam videtur bUis atra contrahere.—in hac utiUs detractio
sanguinis est: si quid banc polerit probibere, prima est abstinentia, secunda per album veratrxim
vomitumque purgatio ("There is another sort of insanity ... It consists in depression which
seems caused by black bile. Blood-letting is here of service; but if anything prohibit this, then
comes firsUy abstinence, secondly a clearance by white hellebore and a vomit.")- The Latin
word for hellebore is veratrum. Its Greek equivalent is helleboros.
^ Persius is again relying on Horace Satires 2. 3. 137 ff. On medical references in Persius
there is H. Lachenbacher. "Persius und die Heilkunde." WS 55 (1937) 130-41.
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writers. Euripides, Cicero, Ovid, Seneca and Plutarch, inasmuch as they
were concerned with the notion, interpret it as implying a manic personaUty
or, simply, one prone to excessive anger. But this is not to say that they
were not conscious of the condition of depression. It has been suggested
that Jason, Serenus and the addressee of Persius' third satire conform to this
type. An important point, except in the case of Persius, is that the
bifurcation between medical and lay perceptions seems to have deprived the
literary individual of a word to describe the illness.
There is a second observation. Depictions of and an interest in the
depressive aspects of melancholia appear late in both Greek and Roman
literature. In the earlier phases of both literatures it is the manic aspects
which receive the most attention. The reasons for the shift in concern are
beyond the scope of this paper. Obvious causes on the literary side are an
increased interest in psychological or empathetic narrative and a focus
directed more towards motives than actions; on the social side there is an
increase in urbanization, autocracy, a growing disenfranchisement of
traditional ruling and intellectual elites and a resultant sense of
powerlessness. All of these conditions must have played a part
A final observation. It has been noted elsewhere that the early empire
in Rome seems to offer the first references to what could be termed a
"spiritual" boredom or ennui.^ The similarities between this emotion and
depression are too obvious to need stressing.^^ Indeed, in later literature, the
two are often confused. The aetiology may be common.
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" See Peter Toohey, "Some Ancient Notions of Boredom," ICS 13 (1988) 151-64.
^ Was monastic acedia simple boredom or was it depression?

